The primary users of the site are initially projected to be the World Health Organization, as well as other public health agencies such as the US Centers for Disease Control, Brownstein says. "More and more we've realized that [Healthmap] plays a critical resource for national and international public health agencies and they're using it for day to day activities so that definitely gives us a mandate to keep doing this," says Brownstein.
But the site is "also being used by the general population and travelers and other people that want to keep up with what's happening around the world in real-time, where they might not find that information elsewhere," he adds.
Brownstein argues the system will also better inform people about the ubiquitous nature of infectious diseases, and the need for vaccinations. "We're trying to communicate that infectious diseases are happening everywhere. They're happening in your neighborhood, not just something that is foreign, something somewhere else."
Barriers to widespread use include the need for Internet access, which is not always available in developing countries.
HealthMap is also among a number of new cyber tools being used for public health detection, Brownstein says. Others include a Smartphone application,"Outbreaks Near Me," that provides real-time disease outbreak data and offers users an opportunity to report on outbreaks (www.healthmap.org/outbreaksnearme/).
"It doesn't serve public health when you're sitting on data that could be out in the open and used to respond to an emerging disease event," Joly says. -Adrianna Banaszek, Ottawa, Ont. DOI:10.1503/cmaj.109-3829 
